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ABSTRACT 



Major policy debates have arisen around the subject of 
vouchers as an alternative for financing and organizing the educational 
system. To a large degree, comparisons between vouchers and the traditional 
system of educational finance and school operations have been limited to one 
or two dimensions of education such as the relative impact of a particular 
system on achievement test scores. This paper describes a comprehensive, 
evaluative framework that draws upon a larger range of goals that have been 
posed for education in a democratic and free society. These criteria include: 
(1) freedom of choice; (2) productive efficiency; (3) equity,* and (4) social 
cohesion. The framework demonstrates the importance of and tradeoffs among 
those four criteria in evaluating specific educational voucher plans and 
comparing them to other alternatives such as charter schools and the more 
traditional public school arrangement. The paper develops the concept of 
"advantage maps" for comparative purposes along with a research agenda for 
developing fully this approach to evaluation. (Contains 45 references.) 
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Abstract— Major policy debates have arisen around the subject of educational vouchers as 
an alternative for financing and organizing the educational system. To a large degree 
comparisons between vouchers and the traditional system of educational finance and 
school operations have been limited to one or two dimensions of education such as the 
relative impact of a particular system on achievement test scores. This paper describes a 
comprehensive, evaluative framework that draws upon a larger range of goals that have 
been posed for education in a democratic and free society. These criteria include: (’1) 
freedom of choice; (2) productive efficiency; (3) equity; and (4) social cohesion. The 
framework demonstrates the importance of and tradeoffs among these four criteria in 
evaluating specific educational voucher plans and comparing them to other alternatives 
such as charter schools as well as the more traditional public school arrangement. The 
paper develops the concept of "advantage maps" for comparative purposes along with a 
research agenda for developing fully this approach to evaluation. 
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Henry M. Levin 



INTRODUCTION 

The educational system of the United States has been challenged by two 
substantial proposals for reform that build on choice. The first, that of charter schools, 
would establish semi-autonomous public schools that address a specific mission or 
charter. They receive a specified sum of funding for each student from their local school 
district or state and are released from compliance with many local and state regulations 
providing that they adhere to their charter. Starting in 1992, they had expanded by the 
year 2000 to more than 1,700 charter schools in 37 states. On the assumption that over- 
regulation of traditional schools has stultified educational innovation and responsiveness, 
charter schools are expected to improve the overall educational system by providing 
competition for regular public schools and being “incubators” of change and models for 
public schools to emulate (Nathan 1996; Finn, Vanourek, and Manno 2000). It should be 
noted that Charter Schools vary considerably from state-to-state in the way that they are 
financed, regulated, and provided with support services (RPP International 1999). 

A far more dramatic initiative in this direction is that of educational vouchers, a 
major initiative for revising the finance of education and placing the organization and 
function of the educational system into the marketplace. Educational vouchers refer to a 
system of public educational finance in which parents would be given a tuition certificate 
by the government that could be used to pay tuition at any “approved” school, public or 
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private. Many types of schools including those seeking profit would compete for 
students and their vouchers in the marketplace. Presumably, competition would lead to a 
greater range of choice and rising efficiency and innovation in education as schools had 
financial incentives to attract and maintain their enrollments. Although there are 
precursors to the voucher approach such as the plan proposed by Thomas Paine more than 
two centuries ago (West 1967), the present discussions are based largely on the proposal 
made by Milton Friedman almost half a century ago (Friedman 1 962). Friedman argued 
that there is a compelling case for public finance of elementary and secondary education 
because of its public benefits in preparing the young for the values and behaviors 
necessary for a democracy. But, he also argued that there was no compelling reason for 
government to operate schools and that the existing government monopoly needed to be 
replaced with a free market of competitors. To protect the public interest, Friedman 
would call for minimal curriculum requirements to promote democratic skills and 
attitudes among schools eligible to redeem vouchers. But, beyond that Friedman believed 
that schools should be unrestricted so that a dynamic market of for-profit schools would 
compete for students and provide more variety of schools and a better quality of 
education. 

At the present time there are limited voucher programs for low-income families in 
both Milwaukee and in Cleveland. The State of Florida has adopted a plan by which 
students in schools that have failed, according to state standards, two years out of the 
previous four, must allow students in those schools to get a voucher to attend private 
schools or other public schools. This plan was rejected recently by the Florida courts, but 
that ruling is in the process of appeal. In the meantime, no schools met the failure criteria 
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for the year 2000, so no new students are eligible for vouchers in that state. Other states 
are also considering such measures. In addition, there are an increasing number of private 
voucher plans where philanthropic individuals and groups have provided funding for 
scholarships for the poor to attend non-public schools (Moe 1995). 

Of course, the advent of educational vouchers has generated vocal movements 
among both advocates and detractors. Advocates argue that families need more choices 
and that educational vouchers will provide competition and improved school 
effectiveness and productivity in the spending of public dollars. Detractors claim that 
educational vouchers will primarily generate business profits and marketing costs that 
could have been used to provide better educational services, will lead to increased 
inequities in educational outcomes, and will undermine a common educational experience 
necessary for democracy. Although some empirical data are available on limited aspects 
of educational vouchers, the lack of a comprehensive framework that takes into account 
the major strengths and weaknesses limits any overall conclusions on probable 
consequences. 1 Indeed, there is little clarity on precisely what should be assessed and 
how. 

The National Center for the Study of Privatization in Education (NCSPE) at 
Teachers College, Columbia University has committed itself to a non-partisan and non- 
advocative approach to the study of educational privatization. 2 A major effort of the 
NCSPE is the establishment of a long-term project to establish a comprehensive approach 
for comparative assessment of educational vouchers and other forms of privatization with 
the more traditional approach to public education. Instead of premising public debates 

1 See summaries in Levin (1998); McEwan (2000); Goldhaber (1999), 
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